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Introduction
There has been a profound change globally, particularly in terms of scientific developments and social changes. One aspect of this is the way in which technology has become an essential part of our lives. The impact that this has had on society in general is becoming more and more visible, with the result that technology is now very much expected to be used in the proliferation of information. As a direct consequence of these expectations, there has been a parallel paradigm shift in education.
According to Harasim (2000) , the invention of the Web technologies made online education increasingly accessible, open, flexible; allowed new pedagogical models to emerge and reasoned the revolution in digital knowledge age that enabled greater and faster human communication and collaboration and led to fundamentally new forms of economic activity that produced the knowledge economy and required basic changes in education. Educators embraced the revolution, and the increased educational opportunities and especially the new learning models that have emerged are now influencing education and society as a whole. The 21st century thus begins with a paradigm shift in attitudes towards online education. Online learning is no longer peripheral or supplementary, yet an integral part of mainstream society. Our new understanding of the very nature of learning has affected the definition, design, and delivery of education.
Paradigm shift in education has resulted in: new modes of educational delivery, new learning domains, new principles of learning, new learning processes and outcomes and new educational roles and entities.
Distance education (DE) as a multidisciplinary field has reacted to these changes; it has and is still evolving and orienting itself to fulfill this demand. Thus, as the demands of educators and 9. Innovation and change: Issues that refer to educational innovation with new media and measures to support and facilitate change in institutions (e.g., incentive systems for faculty, aspects referring to staff workloads, promotion, and tenure).
Professional development and faculty support:
Professional development and faculty support services as a prerequisite for innovation and change. What are the competencies of online teachers and how can they be developed?
Learner support services:
The infrastructure for and organization of learner support systems (from information and counselling for prospective students about library services and technical support to career services and alumni networks).
Quality assurance:
Issues that refer to accreditation and quality standards in distance education. The impact of quality assurance and high quality learner support on enrolments and dropout/ retention, as well as reputation and acceptance of distance education as a valid form of educational provision.
Micro level: Teaching and learning in distance education.
Instructional design:
Issues that refer to the stages of the instructional design process for curriculum and course development. Special emphasis is placed on pedagogical approaches for tutoring online (scaffolding), the design of (culturally appropriate) study material, opportunities provided by new developments in educational technology for teaching and learning (e.g. Web 2.0 applications and mobile devices), as well as assessment practices in distance education.
Interaction and communication in learning communities:
Closely related to instructional design considerations is course design that fosters (online) articulation, interaction, reflection, and collaboration throughout the learning and teaching process. Special areas include the development of online communities, gender differences, and cross-cultural aspects in online communication.
Learner characteristics:
The aims and goals of adult learners, the socioeconomic Background of distance education students, their different learning styles, critical thinking dispositions, and special needs. How do students learn online (learner behavior patterns, learning styles) and what competencies are needed for distance learning (e.g., digital literacy)?
Zawacki-Richter's study is limited to English speaking experts, but it is significant to note that the participants reflect the ideas of DE professionals across different countries and continents 
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(Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, Fiji, Germany, Ireland, New Zealand, South Africa, UK, and USA). Therefore, although the results may not be valid for some non-English speaking settings, the fact that the participants come from different schools of thought makes the study rigorous in reflecting the major research areas of study in DE.
In their follow up study, Zawacki-Richter et al. (2009) have given the field a new dimension which has brought its own dynamics with it. Therefore, there is a need to mirror the DE field to be able to understand and interpret the new dynamics, namely DE trends. Berge and Mrozowski (2001 ) between 1990 -1999 and Zawacki-Richter et al. 
Purpose and Research Questions

Trends in Distance Education
Methodology Research Design
For the purposes of the study, the authors chose to use content analysis to study empirical documentation. Content analysis has been defined as a systematic, replicable technique for compressing many words of text into fewer content categories based on explicit rules of coding (Berelson, 1952) . Since content analysis is a method of analyzing written, verbal or visual communication messages which includes both qualitative and quantative approaches (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008) , it was deemed to be the most appropriate for the intent of this study. The authors developed and set the criteria for the themes to be studied and the content of articles in the selected journals was then coded according to these pre-set categories. Following the content analysis, the findings were reported using descriptive analysis. Later, a social network analysis • a specific focus on DE and open and distance learning context,
• refereed journals that are indexed by prominent databases,
• a publication history of 10 years or more,
• publication of articles in English (with the exception of Journal of DE which also publishes a very limited number of articles in French).
Following the selection of the journals, a thorough review was made of all articles published between 2009-2013 (N = 1,225) . Of these, 861 were identified as research articles and the others, that is to say 364, were identified as other (editorials, book reviews, interviews, concept papers, position papers, reflection papers, field notes, technical notes, etc.). For this study, only the research articles were used.
The research area classification schema that is used in this study is based on Zawacki-Richter's (2009) study, explained in the introduction and shown in Table 1 . This research category and area schema was adopted since it is rigorous due to its being based upon the views of experts in the field of DE.
Categories related to methodology for coding largely follow those identified in Creswell (2012).
When a study did not fit into the categories identified by Creswell, the name of the method that the writer of the article used was added into an existing category based on similarity of method with others in that category.
Reliability
To increase reliability, thirteen researchers who have the same background in the Distance Education Department at Anadolu University participated in this study. The researchers were trained before conducting the study and the pre-set categories were defined before the review process. Review of the articles took place in two rounds. Articles published annually were reviewed by two researchers in the first round and a different set of two researchers cross-checked and reviewed the selected articles again in the second round. Disagreed issues were discussed 
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within the group and coded only after the researchers who had reviewed those articles reached a concensus.
The research question regarding research areas (Table 1) 
Findings and Discussion
For this study, 1,225 articles were examined (Table 3) . A total of 364 articles were excluded and 
Keywords Indicated
The first finding of the research is based on a descriptive keyword analysis with an assumption that keywords indicated in the articles provide a holistic reflection of the research paper topics. In this study a total of 4,088 keywords (633 field specific and 3,455 research related) were included in the study and ranked according to their frequency. Later, the field and the research specific keywords were also analyzed separately. Figure 1 shows the field specific keywords. As can be observed in Figure 1 , the term "distance education" is a generic term used to define this field. Another interesting finding concerns the word "online" which is used as a descriptive term. It may be concluded that DE is getting more dependent on the online technologies and there is a shift from traditional learning environments or media to online learning environments or media. This descriptive keyword analysis demonstrates a five-year trend from many points of view, such as "OERs" as a movement, "mobile learning" as a technology based approach and "collaborative learning" as a pedagogy which are all noteworthy. Links implied between keywords is a further area deserving attention, for instance, the terms OERs, MOOCs and Web 2.0; interaction and social presence; CoI (community of inquiry) and social networks may be related to one another and could be evaluated as a group of keywords rather than terms having solo meanings. For this analysis, the relationships of top 40 keywords (nodes) were identified on a 40x40 matrix and then these nodes were tied to each other manually by using SNA software. Following that, the raw data was visualized applying centrality measure analysis. As a result of this analysis, 40 nodes and 914 ties (edges) were observed. In terms of node betweenness centrality, used to measure the load and importance of a node, the keywords "learning" and "education" appeared as important nodes ( Figure 3 ). This finding also confirms Zawacki-Richter and Anderson's (2014, p. 9) This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
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conclusion that the majority of published research deals with topics and issues with regard to "teaching" and "learning" processes in online distance education. 
Research Areas
As has been mentioned, in this study, the classification developed by Zawacki-Richter (2009) 
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of all research areas (Figure 4 ). The meso level finding for "Educational technology" also confirms that DE is strongly related to technological developments. In addition to this peak in meso level, the peaks in micro level reflect the very nature of DE research. For instance, the result for "interaction and communication in learning communities" is based on web-based learning environments and social network sites; "learner characteristic" is a consequence of individual and learner centered approaches; and "instructional design" is a result of the emerging digital learning environments. 
Theoretical/Conceptual Backgrounds
Since every research study should have adequate theoretical or conceptual backgrounds, investigating the theoretical/conceptual backgrounds indicated in the research articles can provide an insight about the current trends on what kinds of topics the researches are focusing on in any field. Therefore, in this study the theories and/or concepts stated in the articles were gathered and the top ten theories/concepts were ranked according to their frequency.
Theories/concepts that share the same rank are ordered alphabetically.
Those findings dealing with the theoretical/conceptual background of the articles indicate the nature of the new learning paradigm of 21 st century that focuses more on the learner rather than instructor or administrator. CoI as a theory of knowledge formation and the process of scientific Based on these data, it can be assumed that most of the quantitative DE researches are descriptive statistics which show or summarize sample data rather than inferential statistics which are used to test hypotheses and make estimations using sample data. This finding also supports and demonstrates a similarity to Panda's (1992) conclusion for Indian distance education literature.
He reported that most studies were descriptive surveys or experimental studies with poor methodological footing.
Of all the mixed research design models, the exploratory (55%) model, in which researchers interpret how quantitative results build on initial qualitative results, and the explanatory (31%) model, in which researchers interpret how qualitative results help to explain initial quantitative results, constitute the majority of preferred research models. Convergent parallel (8%), embedded (4%) and multiphase (2%) follow as the other mixed research models that are preferred by the researchers (Table 6 ).
Saba (2000) reported that, in contrast to pure experimental researches, DE goes beyond the narrow confines of experimentation and as a consequence began to use new methods in both qualitative and quantitative forms. These findings confirm Saba and also demonstrate a radical decrease in experimental research when compared to research conducted after the 50s.
It is also interesting that in qualitative (case studies), quantitative (survey) and mixed studies (exploratory), one dominant research model has been used. However, assuming that DE is an interdisciplinary field, a wide spectrum of research models may be used.
All in all, the findings obtained in this research reveal some interesting facts. In contrast to the modern paradigm, the world in which we live is not bipolar, but the research nature of DE 
Data Collection Tools and Strategies Used
The data collection instruments were also investigated in this study. As one can easily interpret by looking at Figure 5 , the surveys, interviews and document analyses are the most preferred tools in the DE studies. A further analysis has shown that in the quantitative studies, the researchers most frequently used questionnaires and in the qualitative studies they preferred document analyses and interviews. However, it was interesting to note that log statistics were not used as much as they should have been since one of the latest and hottest topics discussed in the field is the learner analytics and use of available data to be able to get an insight about learner behaviors in online learning environments and to help them offer better, more customized learning opportunities. Table 7 presents the number of the data analysis techniques that were explicitly reported in the investigated articles. This was one of the most difficult analysis due to the fact that there were quite a number of articles that did not clearly inform about the data analysis technique(s) used, and also some, including those mixed method studies, comprised a variety of techniques. Despite these difficulties, the analysis has shown interesting findings.
Data Analysis Techniques Employed in the Studies
As can be observed in Table 7 , one half of the quantitative studies included descriptive statistics (51%) and mainly used variability, central tendency and relative standing tests. Nonetheless, a majority of the researchers (N=72) reported that they used descriptive statistics but didn't report which one of them was employed. 
Variables Focused in the Studies
Variables reported in the research studies examined were coded into main categories and ranked by frequency of appearance.
Trends in Distance Education Research: A Content Analysis of Journals 2009-2013
Bozkurt, Akgun-Ozbek, Yilmazel, Erdogdu, Ucar, Guler, Sezgin, Karadeniz, Sen-Ersoy, Goksel-Canbek, Dincer, Ari, and Aydin
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. As can be seen in Table 8 , variables usually focus on the feelings, emotions and behaviour of the learners. 'Satisfaction' and 'learner perception' are the most often focused variables about learners' emotions and feelings while 'gender' and 'age' are demographic non-parametric variables that have been examined more than other demographics in the investigated studies.
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These results can easily be linked to increasing attention to learners, their individual differences and the learner-centered approaches.
Population and/or Participant Groups
The research question regarding participants reveals interesting facts. As can be seen in Figure 6 , participants of the studies examined are mostly undergraduate students (31%), post graduate students (10%) and academicians (10%). The fact that a total of 51% constitutes higher education also explains why the field specific keyword (higher education) ranks fourth in the list (Figure 1 ). This data reveals that DE focuses largely on higher education and there are only a few studies conducted in K-12 settings. An important portion of the researchers reported that their target groups were teachers (10%) and students (7%); on the other hand, researchers didn't specify from which education level they came. Adult learners (4%), administrators (4%) and K-12 students (3%) appear in the list, respectively. In connection with these findings, DE education has roots in lifelong learning philosophy and covers formal, informal and non-formal learning, a finding which reveals that any age or occupation area can be a target group of these researches. On the other hand, K-12 students representing the formal education level prior to higher education and adult learners representing the latter education or learning process following higher education constitutes only 7% of total target groups. One explanation for the connections may be that it is more convenient to work with students from higher education since the researchers work in the same institutions. However, K-12 is another setting in which DE is getting popularity (Lips, 2010; Queen & Lewis, 2011) . It was interesting to find that the research studies have not reached the expected level in K-12 settings, yet. One easily can predict that there will be more DE research in K-12 settings in near future.
Authors Cited Most Often
In this part of this research, leading contributors in the field were determined in terms of the number of citations ( Table 9 ). The total number of citations was 53,800. A total of 105 authors who have been cited at least 30 times are included in the table. Authors that share the same rank are ordered alphabetically.
It was quite interesting to note that UNESCO is 38 th on the list. It may mean that as an institution, UNESCO has a key role for DE and lifelong learning. A full list of the most cited authors (N=105) is given in Appendix A. In contrast to some researches (Lee et al., 2004) , to identify their significant impact to the field, not only first authors but also second, third and other co-authors were counted with an assumption that every author contributes to these works.
Therefore, one should assume that collaborative works are more advantageous than solo works since the authors who have more collaborative works counted more than once in Table 9 . Another result we obtained from these findings is common citation mistakes. It is important to cite references properly as well as to explain the research process in detail in order to help readers reading and to show respect to the researchers who contributed to the relevant study and to the field. It was observed that researchers whose name and surname consist of three parts (e.g. D. R., 
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References Cited Most Often
This part of the content analysis regarding citation trends presents the most cited works (articles, books, web sites, etc.) within the articles analyzed in the study. We believe that this list presents a comprehensive citation trend and may help researchers as a reference guide and as a reading list for those who study in this field (Table 10 ). This table was created by filtering 28,500 references that have been cited at least 10 times. Studies sharing the same rank were ordered by the publication date and if two studies had the same rank and publication date, they were ordered alphabetically. Older studies were ranked at the end and newer studies are ranked at the beginning. References were also categorized according to their type (article, book, book chapter, etc.). 354 Table 10 The generic term defining the field is "distance education" and another term "open and distance learning" has been used more and more as a consequence of the paradigm shift in education. The analysis of research specific keywords clearly indicates that DE demonstrates quick responses to emerging research topics. A holistic analysis of these keywords through social network analysis demonstrates that "learning" is the major topic in the field naturally. Open education resources (OERs) and mobile learning are new topics over the last five years DE researchers also focused on along with older topics, such as collaborative learning and teacher training.
Trends in Distance Education
The analysis of research areas portrays that educational technology from meso level, interaction and communication in learning communities, learner characteristics, and instructional design from micro levels are the most studied areas and constitute 51% of all fifteen research areas.
Another result obtained through this study is that DE researchers employ different theoretical frameworks to explain and explore the DE field which also reflects the interdisciplinary nature of the field.
In terms of methodology, DE usually preferred qualitative, quantitative, or mixed research designs, respectively. Most of the qualitative studies used case study, quantitative studies used survey, and mixed studies used exploratory and explanatory research models. It can be also seen that qualitative researches preferred interviews (one-to-one and focus group), document analysis and observation while quantitative researches used questionnaires and scales to collect data. In the quantitative research studies, descriptive and inferential statistics were used almost equally.
In the qualitative research, content and thematic analysis to interpret the data collected were generally preferred. Variables focused in the studies are usually concerned with learners' feelings, emotions and behaviors. Gender and age seem to be indispensable demographic variables of the studies. The main participants of these research studies still appeared to be learners in higher education, but there is a trend of focusing more on participants from the K-12 settings.
In the final part of the study, the most cited authors and references were presented. In addition to providing leading researchers and important references, descriptive analysis of citation trends proved once again that DE uses knowledge of the past and present to be able to foresee the future.
Regarding the results of this study, the following implications can be taken into consideration for future researches:
• There are many terms defining the DE field. Even though they all look similar, they reflect unique aspects of the field. Thus, researchers need to select appropriate field specific terms that reflect the core of the study. However, it seems the term 'open and distance learning' is a better name for our field of study since it reflects the core assumptions of the field: openness, accessibility, flexibility, massiveness, and quality learning opportunities to all.
• This study presented the most and the least studied research areas in the field. Considering that DE is a system, those neglected areas should be studied more in order to contribute to and improve the field. The authors of the present paper believe further study into why some research areas appear to be less popular would contribute richly to future research. The studies should not focus on only general characteristics of the learners, such as gender and age, but also various individual differences including cognitive processes, learning strategies, cultural differences. Additionally, we need studies examining the learning processes in informal, non-formal learning environments as well as OERs and MOOCs to be able to provide better learning opportunities. Bringing concepts, principles, models and theories from a variety of fields -especially from those that we use in DE practices often -might be beneficial for the development of the field. Especially, graduate students must be encouraged to use theoretical/conceptual backgrounds from different fields. For instance, business management field is a rich field of study that might help enlighten some of the issues of our field such as business models for MOOCs, OERs, recognition of prior learning.
• As an interdisciplinary field, we believe that rather than using specific research designs and models, researchers may use a variety of them to understand and to delve more deeply into the area. Especially mixed designs might help scientific development of the field. It is seen that participants and target groups are generally adult learners from higher education.
However, we believe that research that targets K12 students might be conducted more considering the increasing use of e-learning in K12 settings. 
